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A short study on how debate can be a useful tool in helping junior 
high school students improve second language acquisition
Gerry Mclellan
Abstract
Debate is an important and worthwhile way by which to engage students in real language communication. 
It differs from other forms of classroom communicative activities in that it affords students opportunities 
to think critically and interact spontaneously to real time questions posed by their peers. While other 
activities such as role playing, pair and group work, and time spent on preparing for presentations are also 
benefi cial to language acquisition, debate better allows students to voice their opinions in English and to 
listen to and engage in the opinions of their classmates in a manner that better mirrors real-life situations. 
This is because in order to win a debate, students have to persuade their peers of the validity of their 
opinions, which should be, ideally, supported with factual evidence. They also have to demonstrate more 
convincing dialogue than that of the opposing team.
To that end, this paper will explain in detail the steps adopted at one junior high school to ensure that all 
students are able to participate fully in a classroom debate and subsequent discussion. A survey was 
conducted among a group of 162 third year junior high school students to ascertain their views on debate. 
The fi ndings of the survey will be analyzed and the procedure of the debate will be discussed. 
Introduction
I have been teaching EFL in Japan for a number of years and among the various methodologies I have used 
in the classroom, the most rewarding and benefi cial set of language instruction involves debate. This is 
due to the fact that students participate fully in the learning experience and, as a result, classes become 
very much student-centered. Hansen (2007) mentions that in debate classes students should learn rhetorical 
skills, real-time critical analysis and logical persuasion. This enables learners to gain maximum benefi t 
from their studies and to think critically about the topics raised. The end result is that they should become 
more autonomous in their learning habits. 
Using debate as a medium of instruction ensures that no two activities are ever the same, and the teacher 
is able to improvise and improve upon each class in order to maximize student enthusiasm and learning. 
This is because students are free to use IT resources such as I-pads in the classroom to research and expand 
upon their own ideas, which means that each debate entails a cornucopia of opinions related to a common 
theme. Student judges are then free to sift through the myriad of information presented to them before 
reaching their own conclusions, based on not only facts but also the persuasiveness of the debaters. As 
― 103 ―
A short study on how debate can be a useful tool in helping junior high school students improve second language acquisition（Gerry Mclellan）
debate classes are often videoed, teachers are able to refer to and exploit the better videos when planning 
future classes. Krashen (1982) suggests that proponents of a No-Consciousness Raising (C-R) approach 
to language learning advocate that the learner instead be exposed to real language that is a little more 
diffi cult to their comprehension and that they be emotionally receptive to the language input in order to 
gain maximum benefi t from their language studies. Debate allows for such exposure to real language in 
the classroom. It also affords teachers the opportunity to present useful lexis in such a way as to heighten 
student interest and enable them to take control of the language.
This paper will examine fi ve debate classes at the junior high school third year level – four regular classes 
and one returnee class -- and discuss student feedback after the course of study. Firstly, the context of the 
research will be mentioned. Then the procedure will be discussed. I will then discuss the diffi culties 
experienced, and the results will then be analyzed before mentioning conclusions and recommendations 
for future debate classes. 
Context 
I have been involved in the planning and implementation of debate classes for a number of years and, 
based on observable evidence, feel strongly that debate is an ideal medium for students to practice a 
second language. Nishida (2013) discusses how classroom atmosphere is important in helping to motivate 
students. She goes on to discuss how project based learning can enhance the atmosphere and motivate 
students to learn. I believe that debate allows students to work together toward a common goal in an 
atmosphere of friendly rivalry, which helps foster motivation to win. Indeed, I fi nd that students often try 
to communicate with each other in English when engaged in research, and they seem to enjoy the process 
of ‘preparing for battle’ immensely. Nunan (1999) also claims that students are enthusiastic about being 
involved in debate. 
However, what a teacher believes to be of benefi t to students and how students perceive their language 
instruction can sometimes be poles apart. Nunan, too, discusses this point when he makes mention of a 
survey in which students and teachers both held different opinions as to which form of instruction was 
most benefi cial. Therefore, I decided to discover exactly what my students think about debate classes and, 
in the process, fi nd out if the lessons should be structured differently in order to enhance motivation. To 
that end, I decided to undergo some in-class action research by asking the students, upon completion of 
the course of debate, to answer a fi fteen-question survey, the results of which will be analyzed later in this 
paper.
Procedure 
The debates involved fi ve junior high school English classes and numbered 162 students in total. Each 
class (with the exception of the returnee class) was divided into eight teams of fi ve students, and each team 
was asked to debate one time. Nunan (1999) discusses learner roles and contributions and suggests that 
― 104 ―
金城学院大学論集　人文科学編　第14巻第 1号 2017年 9 月
students who are reluctant to speak in large groups of ten or more tend to contribute more to discussion in 
smaller groups of fi ve or less. 
When not taking part in the debate, the students acted as judges and provided feedback.  Upon completion 
of the debates, the students were asked to fi ll out a fi fteen-question survey. As the students spent a number 
of weeks preparing for the debates it was considered that they were well versed in the reasons behind 
doing the debate before completion. The full debate booklet can be accessed from the online appendix 
(appendix A). Booklet is thirty-pages contains the eight 50- minute lesson worksheets, list of common 
mistakes made during translation, and English/Japanese Japanese/English lists of useful words and 
expressions. 
The following table highlights the full debate timetable, which consists of nine 50-minute classes in total. 
The proposition of this particular debate is: ‘Are school uniforms necessary or not?’ Typical times are 
indicated in minutes in brackets. Prior to commencing the debate classes, students are familiarized with 
language pertinent to the debate, and on how to agree and disagree with others’ opinions. They are also 
provided with Japanese translations of any new or problematic vocabulary encountered during the course 
of instruction. This sheet can be found in the appendix.
Wee k Class
One Teachers have scripted conversation in front of the class. Teacher A is in favor of uniforms and he 
presents three reasons for his opinions. The conversation is repeated and understanding of new 
vocabulary is checked after the first conversation (10). Students listen and then answer four T/F 
questions based on the dialogue (10). Teacher A then dictates his opinions to the students and checks 
comprehension (10). Students then agree or disagree with teacher A’s opinions and write reasons for 
their views (10). Students then sit in groups of four and discuss their opinions. They have to write the 
opinions of their peers and agree or disagree with them (10). 
Two As week one, but the dialogue focuses on negatives aspects of school uniforms.
Three As weeks one and two, but the dialogue is neutral between the two previous opinions.
Four Students prepare for the micro-debate by doing research on their own. The teachers walk around the 
room and offer advice.
Six Micro-debate. Three 15-minute rounds. Times allocated for each round is shorter than the fi nal group 
debate (Class Eight), although the format is the same.
Seven Preparation for the group debate. Students work in teams and decide their roles and order of speakers.
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Eight Group debate. As one debate takes one class, this activity will need to be repeated four times with a 
class consisting of forty students. The total time taken here for one debate is 36 minutes. However, 
students need some time to rearrange desks and to put information on the blackboard. In addition, the 
time taken to give comments and feedback often takes longer than the suggested 3 minutes.
Affi rmative Opening Speech  3 minutes
Negative Opening Speech  3 minutes
Break    2 minutes
Question Time   15 minutes
Break    2 minutes
Negative Closing Speech  3 minutes
Affi rmative Closing Speech  3 minutes
Break    2 minutes
Judgment and Comments  3 minutes
Nine Class discussion and written refl ection
In previous debates students were given handouts on a weekly basis. However, individual handouts were 
easily misplaced in student folders and I deemed it more suitable and practical to have a booklet made for 
the series of nine lessons. In this way, students could easily and speedily refer to the course of debate 
lessons in its entirety when preparing for mid-term tests or end of term exams. Each week for three weeks, 
students listen to the teachers discuss the pros and cons of wearing a school uniform. The students then 
have to answer True/False questions, complete a dictation exercise, and then write reasons why they agree 
or disagree with the issues raised. Upon completion of this, they sit in small groups of four and discuss 
their views with classmates.
After week three, they prepare for the micro and class debates by going to the computer laboratory and 
doing their own research. They are encouraged to use language learned in the classroom and to contribute 
to the class word list. By doing so, during the debate they have a good understanding of the vocabulary 
needed to debate the issue. Upon completion of the debate, students hold a class discussion, write their 
opinions and try to think of an ideal school uniform. By doing this, students practice the four language 
skills in a practical and innovative manner and learn to think critically and creatively about real issues that 
concern them. By voicing their opinions, they use the language in a real way and, I believe, lose their 
inhibitions and become more inclined to participate in other classroom activities. 
Diffi culties
As expected, most diffi culties concerned language issues. Fromkin et.al (2011) discuss the problems faced 
when translating from L1 to L2, especially for Japanese students who have to translate from a SOV 
language to a SVO one, and in my debate classes I fi nd that students tend to experience diffi culties when 
translating from Japanese to English and regularly use the passive voice when an active voice is more 
appropriate. Because of this, the subject of the English sentence, which is usually the person, becomes 
lost. Instead of, ‘Students feel cold in school uniforms,’ students often write, ‘school uniforms are cold,’ 
and similar sentences. 
 In addition, although students prepare well for the opening and closing speeches they sometimes, due to 
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the spontaneity of the ‘free question time’ section, have diffi culties formulating and replying to questions. 
Brown (2007) also mentions that the majority of observational research indicates that children are more 
adept at receptive as opposed to productive skills. To combat this, the question and answer time can be 
separated with a one or two-minute thinking time break to enable students to prepare answers. Some 
teachers might think that it is better to speak without worrying about making errors and, indeed, more 
outgoing students are capable of doing this; however, students with less confi dence in their English ability 
do need the extra time to ready their responses, certainly in the early debates. As the students at my school 
engage in three to four debates over the course of a school year, they soon become more profi cient at 
dealing with questions.
Results 
Students were asked to complete a fi fteen-question survey and to add comments/suggestions (if any) at the 
bottom of the page. It was a Likert-scale type questionnaire with the following answer options available: 
Strongly agree/agree/disagree/strongly disagree. Class responses were analyzed individually and as a total 
number. The table shows the percentage responses by all students.
Question Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
1. The debate helped my English ability  36%  57% 4% 2%
2. I want to debate more in class. 21% 38% 27% 14%
3. I feel more confi dent about speaking English. 13% 46% 33% 8%
4. Debate is a good way to learn English.  34%  53% 11% 2%
5. The topic was useful for me. 15% 35% 36% 14%
6. It was interesting to fi nd out my classmates opinions.  35%  44% 17% 4%
7. I enjoyed speaking during the debate.  29%  42% 24% 5%
8.  I enjoyed using the computer to research new  nformation. 21% 46% 25% 8%
9. I enjoyed the micro-debate best. 15% 25% 41% 19%
10. I enjoyed the group debate best. 24% 38% 29% 8%
11. The debate helped me learn many new words.  41%  47% 10% 2%
12. It was good to listen to the opinions of others. 36% 49% 11% 4%
13. I now know how to present my opinions.  19%  57% 20% 4%
14. I learned more about grammar during the debate. 14% 49% 33% 4%
15. I enjoyed working in a team.  41%  41% 12% 6%
In response to Question 1 (Q1), 93% of students indicated that they strongly agreed or agreed with the 
statement. This demonstrates that the teacher and student both are of the same opinion that the debate did 
help them with their language studies. Indeed, the responses to Q4, Q6, Q7 and Q8 also suggest that the 
series of lessons was an overall success. On average, the students seemed to enjoy the group debate more 
than the micro-debate and this suggests that working in groups is perhaps less stressful and more enjoyable 
than doing individual work, and more research is required in this area.
Graves (2000) discusses the importance of formulating goals and then organizing them during the planning 
stage of a series of lesson plans. The objectives should not only be known to the teacher, but, in order to 
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enhance extrinsic motivation, students need to be made aware of the aims of the debate. Student feedback 
seems to suggest that a minority of students were not entirely clear on the specifi cs at the onset.
Students gave 72 comments in the space provided. I consider this to be a relatively high return (as the 
section was optional) and corresponds to 45% of the number surveyed. The complete set of responses can 
be found in the appendix, but ten (fi ve favorable, and fi ve not so favorable) of the typical responses can be 
seen below. The students’ natural English remains unchanged, and I translated any Japanese sentences into 
English:
 1. I want to debate many times.
 2. It was a good experience because we had to think about how to explain our opinions.
 3. Now I understand a better way to express my opinions.
 4. The group debate was more fun because we could help each other.
 5. I would like to debate more interesting topics.
 6. I would like to debate more interesting topics.
 7. The debate was diffi cult and I used too much Japanese.
 8. I want to debate easier topics.
 9. We do not learn about grammar because it’s okay to make mistakes when speaking.
10. I want to have more time to think in a team.
The ten comments above are fairly representative of the opinions of the majority of students, although 
most expressed satisfaction with the classes. McDonough and Shaw (2003) discuss the different types of 
speaking materials available for the L2 classroom. Among the materials covered, they discuss the role of 
materials designed to ensure L2 learners can have more meaningful things to talk about as this enhances 
their learning ability and enables them to more effi ciently master the language. After this debate a recurring 
comment made was that students wanted to debate more serious or important topics. 
To help facilitate this, each class was asked to think of a topic and the one that received the most votes was 
chosen. Subsequent class debate topics include:
‘Are smart phones necessary for junior high school students?’ and ‘Is it better to be male or female?’ When 
students have a hand in creating the topic, they tend to exhibit more interest in the actual debate. 
Conclusions
I mentioned at the outset of this paper that whilst no-CR approach was advocated by some and that it is 
better to communicate without worrying about the outcome, some students seem to need the reassurance 
of having constant feedback and of being given direction in their language studies. At the moment, debate 
does not provide enough feedback for students and a few are left wondering why they have to participate 
in one. I believe that what is needed is a way to introduce a system whereby students are marked on their 
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debate performance. Then, more reluctant or disinterested students may be more willing to participate in 
the debates. Brown (2007, 91) mentions the difference between rote and meaningful learning. Students 
should also be made aware of these differences in order to aid the more unenthusiastic speakers. Although 
students who expressed negative feedback are in the minority, it is important to heed their comments in 
order to make the class activity more enjoyable for all. Also, students need to be tested on new grammar 
and vocabulary learned during the course of study. In addition, it is useful to video the debates and to show 
students how they performed. Although many of the debates are recorded, time constraints mean that 
students do not have many opportunities to refl ect on their performance. One way in which this problem 
could be addressed is to make the video available on the school Moodle. Students would then have access 
to the videos at home and they could be asked to write their opinions on how they think they did during 
the debate.
The student responses show that most are aware that debate is a valuable method of becoming more fl uent 
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